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DO YOUR PART TO SHAPE UP PUBLIC HEALTH
By Brenda Day
University Relations
Thirty minutes a day. That’s all the time it would take for inactive people in this nation
to make a marked improvement on overall public health.
Yes, once again we are talking about physical activity —exercise. But we are not
talking about paying high prices to join health clubs, completing daily grueling exercise
routines or competing with the jocks. And w e’re not talking about having to buy special
expensive equipment. So please read on.
Recent research by the Centers for Disease Control and the American College of Sports
Medicine shows that just taking a brisk 30-minute daily walk most days of the week will give
sedentary people more health benefits than those that can be gained by current exercisers who
increase their physical activity, says University of Montana Professor Emeritus Brian Sharkey.
And, he adds, statistics from the CDC show that 250,000 lives are lost annually in the United
States because of a lack of physical activity. The payoff for adding those daily walks to your
schedule is high, and fitness experts like Sharkey are trying to get the message out.
A physiologist, author and past president of the American College of Sports Medicine,
Sharkey does research at U M ’s performance lab to help the U.S. Forest Service minimize
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health risks tor firefighters. He says physical activity has always been an important part of his
life. Because rheumatic fever kept him in bed for months at a time as a youth, he learned early
to appreciate the ability to get up and move around.
"You know, people don’t have to join a club to walk," he says. "And why would
anybody walk inside on a day when they can go outside? Why be confined when you can do
something outside, in a natural setting, particularly in Montana where you can walk along
streams, climb hills?"
While Sharkey doesn’t claim to have an answer about what will motivate sedentary
people to get up and move, he does have some ideas about ways individuals, families and
communities can comfortably make the transition to more active lives.
"The key is to find something you like to do," he says. "There are lots of fallacies
about exercise. One is that it has to hurt to be good. It doesn’t have to hurt to be good. It can
be as simple as starting to w alk."
Begin walking at a very moderate pace for five to 10 minutes each day, and then slowly
increase the distance and the speed until you are walking briskly for 30 minutes, Sharkey
advises.
Even though 30 minutes a day is recommended, Sharkey says don’t get locked in. Once
you start walking, you may fmd reasons to set goals that motivate you to become more active
or to begin other activities, such as biking or swimming.
Let’s say you have some friends who are going on a long hike in the fall, and you get
invited. You say, "Yeah, I think I’ll do that." But then you realize that in order to do the hike,
-more-
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you are going to have to train tor it. Setting goals may help you get in shape, Sharkey says.
"Be realistic about what you can do," he warns. "If your long-term goal is to be able to
make that hike, set some short-term goals that will help you get there. Increase your distance
gradually and throw in some hills to climb."
Sharing your goals with others is a good idea, he says, because once you’ve told
someone who supports you that you’re going to do something, it’s harder to back down.
Writing down the goals helps, too.
"For years I had a calendar where I wrote activities and something about the
experience. I kept track of cycling miles to be sure I had the base to do a 100-mile trip,"
Sharkey says. "Writing goals down seems silly, but sometimes you say, ‘I ’ll go a little longer
so I can put it in my record.’"
Be sure to make regular activity — walking, biking or any favorite sport —an essential
part of your day. D on’t fall victim to the many excuses that will come to mind readily, like
"I’m too busy," or "It’s raining."
"If our nation’s presidents can fmd time to exercise, certainly we can," Sharkey says.
"And with all the new materials for clothing, rain and cold are no longer good excuses for not
getting outside. I even bought some of those grippers for my shoes this winter."
In addition to working on increasing the level of physical activity for individuals,
Sharkey stresses the importance of family activity.
"It amazes me how many of us feel the absolute obligation to get the dog out for a walk
every day, but we don’t take the same responsibility when it comes to our children," he says.
-more-
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Often just making time available for children to be active is all it takes. Physical
activity doesn t have to be organized sports, Sharkey says. The important thing is to promote
muscle-powered versus machine-powered recreation. Get the kids on cross-country skis instead
of snowmobiles. Kids are creative, he says. Give them a safe place to play, some balls and
bats and a little encouragement, add some parents, and watch the fun begin.
Communities need to do their part, also. Often all it takes is community effort to
provide safe places for people to exercise and play.
'Community planning should always require a health impact statement that asks, ‘Will
this hinder or help people to be active?”' Sharkey says. "If communities want to be good
places to live, they really ought to make that a priority."
Events that encourage physical activity, such as community walks and runs, should be
inclusive and encourage everyone to join in. Sharkey recommends offering rewards to schools,
businesses or organizations with the largest number of participants based on a percentage basis.
This sort of approach is more likely to accomplish a public health goal than events that focus
on who is the fastest, he says.
So consider doing your part to improve public health. For just 30 minutes each day,
turn off the television, step away from the computer, put down that book you’re reading and
head out for a walk. Plan fun family activities outside that use muscle power. Get involved in
local planning to ensure that your community encourages safe recreational areas and familyfriendly, inclusive events. Nearly 250,000 lives - maybe your own - could be at stake.
Sharkey offers more suggestions for improving individual and public health in his book
-more-

Sharkey.NTU-5
"Fitness and Health," now in its fifth edition with publisher Human Kinetics and available
online at www.humaukinetics.com.
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